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General dictionaries provide the user with information about the meaning, 
the grammatical category, the pronunciation, and the spelling of words. 
Most dictionaries indicate in what social or pragmatic situation a word is 
appropriate, because competent language use involves not only how to 
combine words grammatically, but how to put the words in the right 
situation. To indicate information about use and situation, most dictionaries 
resort to what are often called register labels.  
 
While the register label indicates situation, another important category of usage labels 
that constitutes usage information is the field label which marks the field of 
terminology. The concept of terminology and that of general dictionaries appear at first 
sight to be mutually exclusive. Terminology is normally seen as the object of 
specialized dictionaries, while the so-called "general language" is considered the focus 
of general dictionaries. However, in some of the earliest English general dictionaries, 
terms were included. Moreover, this trend has continued and become even more 
marked over time. Hence, terminology in general dictionaries and its indication is a 




This thesis has three primary objectives: 
i) to examine theoretical ideas on register and terminology; 
ii) to examine and analyze register labeling and field labeling in modern monolingual 
and 
bilingual dictionaries; and 

















This thesis is divided into seven chapters. 
 
Chapter 1: From Language Variation to Usage Labels in General Dictionaries  
In this chapter the concept of language varieties in sociolinguistics is examined, which 
prepares for the presentation of concepts of usage, and types of usage labels and their 
roles according to theoretical works. 
 
 
Chapter 2: Register Study and Register Labels in Dictionary Front Matter  
The study of register in linguistics and lexicography is discussed. The treatment of 
register is inspected in the front matters of some general dictionaries. 
 
Chapter 3: Register Labeling within Dictionary Entries 
This chapter, turning from theory to practice, analyzes actual labeling practices in three 
monolingual and three bilingual dictionaries. Consistencies and discrepancies between 
these dictionaries are revealed by examination of dozens of entries in them.  
 
Chapter 4: Suggestions of Register Labeling Practice in English-Chinese Dictionaries & 
Corpus 
Use 
On the basis of the previous chapter, recommendations are made to improve register 
labeling in E-C dictionaries, particularly by analyzing context of an item in corpus. 
 
Chapter 5: Terms, Field labels, and Coverage of Terms in General Dictionaries 
This chapter presents the definition of LGP and LSPs, the definition of words and terms, 
and clarifies the similarities and differences between general language and special 
language. The role of field labels which are used to identify technical or specialized 
senses (i.e. to identify terms) is discussed. The front matters of some selected 
dictionaries are examined to find the fields they cover. 
 
Chapter 6: Treatment of Terms in General Dictionaries 
The topic of this chapter is analyzed from two points of view: their inclusion and 
indication of field. This chapter draws conclusions regarding the inconsistencies found 
in examination of some sample terms in those dictionaries. 
 














Practical polices, regarding the inclusion of terms, and how they should be marked, as 
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CHAPTER 1  
From Language Varieties to Usage Labels, Register Labels,  
and Field Labels 
 
David Crystal writes that, the generally called “English language” should not be 
understood as a simplex language; it is the combination of varieties of English in terms 
of different situations and different places in the world. (quoted in Hou Weirei, 1988: 2)   
 
As we know, usage information is an important element in a general dictionary, 
especially in bilingual and learners' dictionaries which bear a heavier responsibility 
than general monolingual dictionaries in cautioning users when a word may be 
inappropriate, since the users of such dictionaries are generally not in full command of 
the language or one of the languages covered. The words "vehicle", "car" and "wheels" 
all designate the same concept and belong to the same grammatical category, but they 
are not interchangeable in all social situations, and dictionaries have traditionally 
pointed out differences of situational association by a conventionalized system of labels 
or symbols. These labels and the underlying concept of register constitute the topic of 
this chapter. 
 
1.1 Varieties of English Language 
 
Although lexicographers have always been interested in different usages, 
i.e. language variation, and while older schools of linguistics and 
dialectogical scholars have shown some interest in the subject, the 
systematic study of variation in social context is seen as a relatively "new" 
subject which has received special attention with the advent of 
sociolinguistics in the second part of the twentieth century.  
 
N. Chomsky, a well-known linguist, divides language ability into linguistic competence, 
which is called le langue (in Chinese, yuyan)  by F. de Saussue, a Switzer linguist, and 
linguistic performance , which is called le parole (in Chinese, yanyu) by F. de Saussure; 
the former refers to the ability to organize grammatically right sentences with codes, 
and the latter is the actual function of this ability according to different situations. 
 
Unlike linguistics, which concerns itself with language as an abstract system, 
sociolinguistics can be said to be "the study of language as it is used by real speakers in 
social and situational contexts of use." (Milroy, 1990: 485) Social dialectology, or the 
"study of language variation in speech communities" (Milroy, 1990: 485) is one of the 
important branches of sociolinguistics, and one in which much work has been done, 















There are various elements that cause language variation, and according to Varieties of 
English compiled by Hou Weirui, the most basic ones are: 
1. scene: The language varieties in different communicative situations are related to 
register studies in linguistics. 
2. region: The language varieties in different regions are called regional dialects. 
3. social background: The languages that show social varieties are named social 
dialects.  
4. function & subject: The language varieties in this respect are referred to as 
specialized styles. 
5. time: Different historical period may cause language variation, such as Old English, 
Middle English, and Modern English. 
 
The language variety that is used on a certain occasion is subject to the combined 
influence of these elements. (1988: 4) For a student using English as the second 
language, right use of a proper language variety, i.e. good linguistic performance, is far 
more difficult than to have linguistic competence. 
 
1.2 Usage labels 
 
In sociolinguistics, the study of language variation is put in the context of text; while 
lexicographers are devoted to different usages of entry items. 
 
1.2.1 Concept of usage 
 
The concept of usage is rather ambiguous. In fact, usage varies not only from one 
individual to another, but from one region to another, from one social group to another, 
and from one language situation to another. 
 
According to Sidney, Landau, the concept of usage includes "the study of good, correct 
or standard uses of language as distinguished from bad, incorrect and non-standard 
uses." (Landau, 1989:174) It is also defined as "a prestige variety [of language], used as 
an institutional norm in a community." (Crystal, 1987:430) In Al-Kasimi’s terms, usage 
is “the study of socially graded synonyms” (1983;83) and covers vocabulary, spelling 
(alright vs. all right), pronunciation (cents), and grammar (ain’t I). This definition 
emphasized the semantically similar properties of different linguistic forms on the one 
hand, and different social values of these terms on the other.  
 
From the sixteenth century onwards, dictionaries have played an important role in 
establishing usage. According to major monolingual dictionaries, the study of usage is 













define usage as “… customary use of language” and "the established and customary use 
or employment of language, words, expressions, etc. "  
 
Lexicographers have two methods at their disposal to express their views on usage: first, 
they select the words to be included in the dictionary, and second, they comment on 
certain words by assigning labels to them. This thesis focuses on the second one. 
 
1.2.2 Definition of usage labels 
 
Many words and terms presented in a general dictionary, as well as other elements of a 
dictionary entry, are "labeled." Usage labels restrict a temporal, regional, social, or 
technical nature. In each case, the labels are a caution to the user on the part of the 
lexicographer and warn that this word or this sense of a word is different in some way 
from the "general" or neutral part of the language whose presence is revealed by an 
absence of such labels. In general monolingual dictionaries, labels can be applied to the 
following elements: headwords, senses, free combination examples, collocations, 
compounds, and fixed expressions, as well as to spelling variants, grammatical forms 
and pronunciation. In addition to these elements, general bilingual dictionaries may 
label the following elements: equivalents, as well as translations of source language 
including free combinations, collocations, compounds and fixed expressions.  
 
A usage label is a dictionary component that restricts these elements to some level or 
style or situation of usage and indicates that, unlike non-labeled elements, labeled 
elements are not to be regarded as generally acceptable and applicable in all contexts of 
use. Labels are sometimes confused with, or included in, glosses. Hence, a distinction 
needs to be made between them. According to Zgusta (1971:270, Footnote 151), a gloss 
is used "in reference to what could be described as short comments, explanatory 
remarks, semantic characteristics or qualifications, etc." The scope of a gloss is thus 
very wide for Zgusta, since it may cover, among other things, a definition, a meaning 
discriminator, an explanation, or a label. Labels are thus seen as gloss devices. However, 
there are two basic differences that distinguish them. The first is the form. Zgusta 
(1971:332) states that "whereas the form of the glosses is free and can vary from one 
partial equivalent and one entry to another," the form of labels is fixed. In fact, ideally a 
uniform system of labels, including their number and form, must be established before 
lexicographic work may begin. The second difference between labels and glosses 
pertains to the purpose. While glosses serve primarily to disambiguate meaning, labels, 
which may occasionally serve this purpose, are principally used to inform dictionary 
users about language use. 
 














As lexicography progressed, so did the normative function of the dictionary come to the 
forefront. The general dictionary became more confident of its role as an authority on 
proper usage and left the task of collecting vernacular words to specialized lexicons. 
Both the Académie Fransaise and Samuel Johnson made it a point to declare their 
opinions on proper style and the importance of promoting the purity of their respective 
languages, though Johnson's first instinct had been to describe rather than to prescribe. 
They both made their disapprobation clear by omitting taboo and vulgar words and 
hierarchized language into proper and improper usage, a vision of language which 
bilingual lexicographers also adopted. Yet, not all lexicographers agreed on the words 
to be left out or shared the same vision of the role of the general dictionary. Indeed, 
while dictionaries are interested in usage in the general sense of any or all uses of 
language, spoken or written, they all single out certain aspects of usage "as being 
limited to some part of the universe of speakers or writers, past or present, either by 
special notes or labels or by qualification with definitions." (Landau, 1989: 174) Sidney 
Landau lists the technical or taboo nature of some words as well as their frequency as 
limitations on their usage. Ali Al-Kasimi defines usage as socially-graded synonyms, 
but other factors besides social standing influence variations in usage. Ladislav Zgusta 
speaks, for his part, about the presence of "functional" and "restricted" languages within 
standard national languages. "Restricted" languages are "restricted to small parts of the 
whole society...[and] only restricted parts of the whole lexicon belong to them" (1971: 
172) and are therefore tied to social group membership, while "functional languages" 
are "poetic" and "scientific" and are determined by situation. This indicates an 
awareness of the importance of situation in language variety, 
 
The dominant function of usage labels is to mark language variation. Language 
variation derives from the "concept of a `whole language' [that] is so vast and 
heterogeneous that it is not operationally useful for many linguistic purposes ..." 
(Catford, 1965:83) Essentially, language is different from person to person and situation 
to situation. Therefore, there are two important factors that determine the variation of 
language in use: the user and the use. Indicators of the provenance of the user are 
normally termed dialect features. Markers of the use to which language is put are 
termed register features. (Bell, 1991:8) These dialect and register features, which will 
be detailed in the next chapter, are marked by labels.  
 
Nonetheless, it would be idealistic to deny the existence of a standard usage in English. 
The problem lies in the common confusion between "standard" and "correct" language, 
a confusion which the early dictionaries described above helped spread. It is now 
recognized, however, that "standard" language is "an intersection of didactical and 















1.2.4 Descriptive and prescriptive roles 
 
The extent to which language variations are labeled in dictionaries depends on the 
dictionary's approach. Ali Al-Kasimi (1983:83) states that dictionaries usually follow 
one of two traditions in recording language usage: prescription or description. 
 
The role of usage labeling in prescriptive dictionaries is to impose on a whole linguistic 
community language use that is deemed correct or proper by the lexicographer who 
considers himself an authority. (Al-Kasimi, 1983:83) Al-Kasimi points out clearly that 
"correctness cannot be established by an authority, [instead], correctness should be 
based on actual usage of educated speakers of the language." (1983:84-85) 
 
Recording actual usage is the goal of descriptive dictionaries. WEB3 describes usage 
with semantically neutral terms such as substand, nonstandard in place of strong labels 
such as vulgar, illiterate, and erroneous.  Its comment that ain’t is, “used orally in 
most parts of the U.S. by many cultivated speakers of the language.” It seems that 
WEB3 did not try to make judgments between good or bad English but record actual 
usage. This does not mean, however, that dictionaries should record all forms of usage 
equally without comment. Descriptive labeling allows lexicographers to comment on 
the use of lexical items in discourse, their appropriateness and their frequency using 
more objective criteria for their decisions. 
 
The prescriptive role is established by Samuel Johnson in lexicography. He tried to set a 
standard to the English speech which he found “copious without order, and energetic 
without rules.” (E.J. Mcadam, 1963:4). In his dictionary, he attached a brief notation 
such as burlesque, barbarous, coarse, or low to a given word. Usage is given the role of 
authority. 
 
But these two roles must support each other. Otherwise authority will become 
arbitrariness, and actual usage description merely a record. Consequently, in reality, 
usage labels should play both a descriptive and prescriptive role. While reflecting the 
language usage of a linguistic community, the presence of usage labels prescribes, in 
essence, a social norm. Labeling is therefore one of the essential aspects in creating 
linguistic standards. 
 
1.3 Typologies of usage labels 
 
There are a number of different types of classificatory labels that outline a system of 
usage in language. For example, usage labels may be spatial, temporal, stylistic, or 
relate to a specific domain or field of activity or knowledge. According to Ladislav 













the variation of language. 
 
Most dictionaries and lexicographers recognize various features of 
language variation. However, they do not always agree on the number of 
features, their classifications or their labels. 
 
Landau (1989:175) lists nine categories of usage information (i.e. nine classificatory 
labels). For Landau, the most common types of usage information given by general 
dictionaries, along with corresponding specific labels, are as follows: 
1. currency or temporality (archaic, obsolete); 
2. frequency of use (rare); 
3. regional or geographic variation (U.S., British, Canadian, Australian); 
4. technical or specialized terminology (astronomy, chemistry, physics, etc. -- these 
are 
called field labels); 
5. restricted or taboo usage (vulgar, obscene); 
6. insult (offensive, disparaging, contemptuous); 
7. slang (slang); 
8. style, functional variety, or register (informal, colloquial, literary, poetic, 
humorous); and 
9. status or cultural level (nonstandard, substandard, illiterate). 
 
1.3.1 Register labels 
 
As we stated above, register labels in dictionaries are often listed under "usage labels," 
which indicate "usage restrictions." Besides register labels, labels included under usage 
labels present restrictions of a temporal, regional, social, or technical nature. In each 
case, the labels are a caution to the user on the part of the lexicographer and warn that 
this word or this sense of a word is different in some way from the "general" or neutral 
part of the language whose presence is revealed by an absence of such labels. The 
concept of register is thus tied to the concept of usage since it seems to represent one 
aspect of usage. The concept of register, register labels will be discussed in Chapter 2. 
 
1.3.2 Field labels 
 
One aspect of this study of usage in general dictionaries is domain. Domain, `field' or 
`field of activity' or knowledge covered by a text, is the variation of language according 
to the use to which it is put in various professional and social settings, for example, 
scientific discourse, legal discourse, medical discourse, etc. The use of lexical items in 
a given domain is generally indicated by field labels in lexicographic documentation. 








































Register Study and Register Labels in Dictionary Front Matter 
 
2.1 Register in Linguistics 
 
Language has different styles, refined, vulgar, elegant, or uncouth. Samuel Johnson ever 
said that “Language is the dress of thought.” Similarly, one’s language style must suit 
his or her communicative situation. Register, or style, can be roughly defined as the 
language variety that depends on a certain situation.  
 
According to sociolinguistic studies on language variation, register, or style, 
as it is often called, which is related to communicative situations, plays a 
large role in the concept of language variety. It is shown that dialect studies 
must take the situation of communication into account. All socio-economic 













formality; i.e. all speech communities make use of different registers. 
Register here is thus linked to the theoretical notion of language variety but 
is a narrower concept.  
 
In linguistics, the term "register" has no consistent definition. In fact, the concept it 
covers is designated by different terms: "functional varieties in usage", "style", in 
addition to "register" in English, 语域 , “语体” in Chinese. 
 
Moreover, the term "register" in the linguistic sense is very new, in comparison to 
words like "usage" or "style". According to OED, this sense of the word is a twentieth 
century development. From sociolinguistic studies has come the realization that one 
must think of a community in terms, not of a single language, but a set of ways of 
speaking. Ways of speaking, in turn, comprise speech styles, on the one hand, and 
contexts of discourse, on the other, together with the relations of appropriateness 
obtaining between styles and contexts. 
 
Scholars have thus turned their attention to describing and analyzing the interplay 
between registers and their contexts (or situations) of use. Unlike dialectal studies 
which deal with "the nature of linguistic variation between speakers", register studies 
have focused on "the language styles used by the same speaker on different occasions" 
(Milroy, 1990: 501), or the same individual's or speech community's repertoire. Many 
scholars have also constructed theories of register. 
 
R.R.K. Hartmann and F.C.Stork treat register in terms of field of discourse (fishery, 
gambling) , mode of discourse (by printing, by letter, by record), and manner of 
discourse (formal, casual, intimate). M.A.K. Halliday et al elaborated a precise 
theoretical framework for register, differentiating strictly between user-related varieties 
of language, which they called dialects, and use-related varieties, which they termed 
“register”. The latter varieties mark the differences in the type of language selected as 
appropriate to different types of situation. They further divide the notion of register into 
three categories -- field, tenor and mode -- because types of linguistic situation differ 
from one another, broadly speaking, in three respects: first, what is actually taking 
place; secondly,  who is taking part; and thirdly what part the language is playing. Field 
tends to determine the content of what is being said, which includes but is not restricted 
to subject matter; tenor refers to the relation between the addresser and the addressee; 
and mode alludes to the way it is said. Although Halliday establishes these three 
categories, he acknowledges that field, tenor and mode make their impact together, not 
separately. (Hou Weirui, 1988: 14-15) 
While the theoretical frameworks of Halliday are field, tenor and mode, Dell Hymes’s 













form, message content, setting, scene, speaker, addressor, hearer, addressee, 
purposes-outcomes, purposes-goals, key (tone or manner), channels, forms of speech, 
norms of interaction, norms of interpretation and genres. (Hymes, 1974: 54-62) 
The elements that constitute register differ from one linguist to another. Here they are 
summarized as follows: 
1. addressor and addressee 
The status and relationship between the addressor and addressee will determine the 
vocabulary, sentence pattern, and tone of their talk. 
2. topic or subject of discourse: It will be reflected directly in the choice of words in 
special fields. Its element belongs more to a language variety than a register. In this 
thesis, this variety will be put into the terminology study in Chapter 5. 
3. setting of environment 
4. medium: Verbal communication uses spoken language, and written report written 
language. 
These elements are connected to and will influence each other (Hou Weirei, 1988: 17). 
The combined function of these eleme nts will lead to levels of formality. Martin Joos, 
in his 1961 book The Five Clocks (reprinted in 1967), outlines four "usage-scales" 
based on age, style, breadth (which runs the gamut from popular to genteel, with 
standard in the middle) and responsibility (how much of the burden of ensuring 
cooperation within the community the speakers are shouldering, measured from bad to 
best).  
STYLE BREATH RESPONSIBILITY 
FROZEN genteel best 
FORMAL puristic better 
CONSULTATIVE standard good 
CASUAL provincial fair 
INTIMATE popular bad 
Each scale consists of five points, but "these four scales are essentially independent; 
relations among them are not identities." (Joos, 1967: 11) the "style" scale is the closest 
one to register: Joos lists the features of each "clock" or "style", which could certainly 
be included under Halliday's field, tenor and mode categories. "Casual", for instance, 
"is for friends, acquaintances, insiders... Negatively, there is absence of background 
information and no reliance on listeners' participation... On the positive side, we have 













features of casual style." (Joos, 1967: 23) Thus Joos discusses the relationship between 
participants (tenor), the level of informativity (one aspect of field) and the level of 
participation (one aspect of mode), as well as the linguistic features which characterize 
the style. Though Joos does not explicitly link situation to style, this link can be 
inferred from a metaphor he draws between style and the different sorts of clothes one 
wears throughout the day to fit the occasion.  
Despite the fact that language variation, and more specifically register, has been the 
object of a number of linguistic and sociolinguistic studies, the focus has been on 
linguistic elements other than the lexicon. In addition, Halliday and his followers have 
concentrated on larger textual or conversational analyses, generally working from a 
concrete situation towards a description of the characteristics of that situation and its 
corresponding linguistic features in order to establish a typology of the relation between 
situation and register. Nevertheless, lexicographers have had to broach the question of 
register, since register labeling is an integral part of dictionary entries. In the next 
section, we will first examine how register has been discussed by the theoretical 
literature on lexicography. We will then analyze dictionary front matter to see how to 
practice lexicographers view and classify register.  
2.2 Register in theoretical lexicography  
 
Most scholars in this domain now take into consideration different language varieties. 
There are usage labels according to the dimensions such as situation, region, time, or 
topic and field. However, they do not seem to restrict their register labels to the 
dimension of communicative situation.. What Bo Svensén, for example, considers 
"register" includes: "style level" (with labels such as poet., literary...), temporal register 
(with labels such as archaic), geographical register, metaphor, abstract/concrete, 
speaker's attitude and frequency.  
 
Landau, for instance, lists style, functional varieties and register as synonyms. As 
examples of register labels, he gives "informal, colloquial, literary, poetic, humorous." 
(Landau, 1989: 175) Register, to him then, depends at least partly on the function of 
language in a given communicative situation. "Poetic" or "literary" does not describe an 
innate linguistic characteristic of a speaker; he or she may at times use poetic language, 
just as he or she may speak informally at other times. According to Landau, variations 
based on register have no right and wrong: in certain situations, a word may be 
appropriate while in others, it may be inappropriate.  
 
In his chapter on usage in lexicography, Landau concludes that a discussion of style (i.e. 
register) must encompass a discussion of our attitudes towards usage and the notion of 













levels is accepted today by virtually all dictionaries, the public and some well-known 
critics still argue that style and status are related, and some recent linguistic studies 
suggest that they are not wholly wrong." (Landau, 1989: 194) In his argument, Landau 
traces this difficulty of separating style and status to the historical practices of 
lexicography; until the latter half of this century, dictionaries felt duty-bound to 
prescribe "correct" usage. Landau questions the idea that usage can, in fact, ever be 
objectively described: "the question of usage in dictionaries...involves the more 
fundamental question of whether the description of attitudes toward usage is or can be 
factual. One group may read a particular usage as informal or nonstandard, whereas 
others may use it and regard it as entirely natural for any conceivable circumstance." 
(Landau, 1989: 205) In Landau's view, then, dictionaries "...cannot in good faith mark 
out some usages as informal without saying to whom they are informal. Informal 
actually means 'informal for those of the higher social classes, especially older, 
well-educated authors and professors in the humanities.'"(Landau, 1989: 207) Thus, 
according to Landau, use-based varieties cannot be completely separated from 
user-based varieties.  
 
Viewing the above, there are, in fact, several noticeable differences between the 
sociolinguistic view of register and the lexicographic one. First, sociolinguistic theories 
are text-based while lexicographic approaches are word-based. Second, the former 
generally define register as being determined by the combination of content of what is 
being said (field), relationship between addressee/addresser (tenor), and channel, i.e. 
the way it is said (mode), while the later register or "style" is most often linked to tenor 
and sometimes to mode -- the concept of field, especially scientific or professional field, 
is treated separately. In sociolinguistics, cookbook recipes can be considered a register 
while, in lexicography, the concept of "register" is less one of a discrete language 
variety largely governed by content than one of levels of usage within possible 
dimensions of usage, more determined by the relationship between addressee and 
addressor (tenor) and, occasionally, channel (mode). Last but not least, much has been 
written about register in sociolinguistics but discussions of register in lexicography are 
few or absorbed into larger discussions about usage and norms.  
 
Some common ground can be found in both sociolinguistics and lexicography, however, 
and a tentative definition of register for this thesis can be made as follows: register is a 
variation in language (a variation in lexical items, in the case of lexicography) 
chosen by the speaker according to the context of situation (which can be 
described and analyzed according to several dimensions, including those of 
tenor, topic and mode) in which he or she finds himself or herself. (The dimension 
of specialized field or subject, included within topic, will be examined separately in 
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